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Spencer M. ROBINSON*
The attempt to answer the question of cultural continuity and discontinuity has been, and continues 
to be, the principal driving force in the archaeology of Anatolia. On a wider scale, the concern with 
defining cultural boundaries has been no less a central issue in the archaeology of the Ancient Near 
East. The question of cultural boundaries goes to the very heart of understanding and interpreting 
Anatolian and other Ancient Near East sites from a historical view. This, however, begs two essential 
questions: 1) is the historical view the proper view for archaeology? and 2) is the historical view 
credible, even to the objectives of historical scholarship? While these questions may seem ridiculous 
and completely unwarranted, or heretical, I will endeavor to demonstrate that a reassessment of these 
basic issues is critical.
The basic problem is the concept of culture. ‘Culture,’ like many of the terms that we are fond of 
casually tossing about in common speech, is simply a hypothetical construct whose definition is 
slippery and elusive. Consequently, it is quite meaningless to talk about cultural continuity and 
discontinuity when we cannot definitively state what it is that is or is not continued. Let us critically 
examine the use of the term ‘culture’ in historical and archaeological contexts. We often use such 
expressions as the ‘Hittite culture,’ the ‘Hattian culture,’ the ‘Phrygian culture,’ the ‘Urartian culture,’ 
the ‘Hurrian culture,’ etc., but what do we really mean by these expressions? Basically such labels 
are defined by language, i.e., the language in which the surviving texts of a group of people were 
written, and/or that of place names or personal names recorded in the surviving texts of one or more 
coterminous groups. The term for a so-called ‘culture’ is derived from the term that we use to identify 
the spoken language that we attribute to a specific historical group. As an example, let us take a critical 
look at ‘Hittite culture’ to analyze what we really mean by this expression.
The name ‘Hittite’ is a bastardization by modern (20th century) historians of the term ‘Hatti’ used 
in the Nesite language to refer to the region of north central Anatolia of which Hattusa was the capital 
during the historical periods known as the Old Hittite Kingdom and the Hittite Empire. The term ‘Hatti’ 
was derived from the name associated with the group of people who had called their written language 
‘Hattic’ and had resided in north central Anatolia prior to the arrival in the area of the so-called ‘Hittite’ 
people and the subsequent founding of the Old Hittite Kingdom. The people who actually wrote in 
the language labeled ‘Hittite’ by modern historians referred to the language as ‘Nesite,’ a term 
presumably derived from the name of the ancient city known as Kanesh in Old Assyrian and as 
Nesha in Nesite, which may have been an important early hub for these so-called ‘Hittite’ people. 
As the historians had been using the corrupted term ‘Hittite’ for some time before they realized that 
the actual authors of the texts written in the mislabeled language called it Nesite, they decided they 
should continue using the erroneous label. Today’s scholars seem to be no less disinclined to correct 
the error. The reality is that there was never any group of people that either called themselves or 
their language Hittite or were ever known by that name to any other historical people.
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Since we tend to call a historical group of people by the language that we associate with them, 
might not the so-called Hittites be Nesites? We will examine this and other possible identities of 
the so-called Hittites. Nesite has the distinction of being the earliest attested Indo-European language. 
It is first known from personal names and loanwords found in the Old Assyrian documents of the 
Assyrian trading colonies ca. 19th century BC discovered at Kanesh (or Nesha). The vast majority 
of actual texts written in Nesite however, were discovered at Hattusa, consisting of approximately 
25,000 tablets and fragments dated from the 17th to the 13th centuries BC. These texts were written 
on clay tablets using the logo-syllabic cuneiform borrowed from the Mesopotamian writing system. 
Texts from two other Indo-European languages written in cuneiform were also found at Hattusa: 1) 
Luwian, closely related to Nesite, consisting of texts dated from 1400–1200 BC (a dialect of Luwian 
is also inscribed in an indigenous hieroglyphic that initially appears on seals dating from the 15th 
century BC, becoming more prevalent as a writing system towards the latter part of the Hittite Empire, 
and a major system of writing in the so-called ‘Neo-Hittite’ city states in the Early Iron Age), and 
2) Palaic, consisting of texts dated from 1650–1400 BC. Both the Luwian and Palaic cuneiform texts 
are concerned exclusively with ritual and religious matters and constitute a very small proportion 
of the textual archive at Hattusa, but were very important since they recorded many fundamental 
practices and tenets of the spiritual and ritual life of an apparently very ritualistic society, or, at 
least, that of the inner society of the ruling family.
Nesite, Luwian and Palaic represent the early members of the Anatolian branch of the Indo-European 
language family. While considered by many scholars to be just another subgroup of the Indo-European 
language, there are some scholars that find anomalies in the Anatolian subgroup that set it apart 
from the remainder of the family. These anomalies primarily consist of the unusual simplicity of 
verb morphology and the absence of the feminine gender in nominal inflection (in Nesite, for example, 
there are two genders, one of which may be defined as a common gender and the other a neuter gender). 
Compared to some of the other ‘old’ Indo-European languages, such as Sanskrit and Lithuanian, 
for example, each with eight noun cases, Nesite has only five, with some constructions simply suffixes 
appended to a general oblique case stem (modern English, having basically done away with noun 
cases — except for the appending of the letter ‘s’ onto the end of plurals and an apostrophe or an 
apostrophe ‘s’ to indicate the possessive case, and three simple pronoun cases: subjective/ nominative, 
objective/ accusative, and possessive/genitive — is a primary example of an evolutionary simplifica-
tion of a language). Some scholars that find such anomalies significant have formed an Indo-Hittite 
hypothesis which theorizes that the Anatolian subgroup was separated from the common ancestor 
of the Indo-European language family at some very early stage, allowing for independent development 
and eventual simplification and refinement before the other subgroups began to diverge. This 
hypothesis views the Anatolian subgroup as an ‘aunt’ of, rather than a ‘sister’ to, the other subgroups 
of the Indo-European family. Such a view can have some very profound implications.
In a recent presentation, Charles Burney (2003) discussed how this hypothesis, first proposed in 
just a sketchy outline by Emil Forrer in 1921 and later expanded by Sturtevant in 1938 (see E. H. 
Sturtevant 1962, a posthumous publication of Sturtevant’s 1938 lecture on the Indo-Hittite hypothesis 
at the Linguistic Institute at Ann Arbor, Michigan), was largely dismissed until resurrected in the 
late 1980s in a number of publications espousing theories of Indo-European origin (most notably 
Renfrew 1987), and, gaining steady support, became the subject of a colloquium at the University 
of Richmond, Virginia in March of 2000. Burney states that the unavoidable conclusion of the hypothe-
sis, strongly promoted by Colin Renfrew, is that some speakers of Proto-Indo-European migrated 
out of Anatolia, where speakers of Proto-Anatolian remained and began to diverge and form the Nesite, 
Luwian, and Palaic languages. Such a scenario has been reasoned to imply that the earliest Proto-
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Indo-European nucleus, evolving from Proto-Indo-Hittite, developed in the Konya Plain around 7000 
BC. While the majority of linguists reject this position either on the basis of chronology or because 
they cannot reconcile an Anatolian origin for the Indo-European Language family, even though they 
can accept the basic premise of the Indo-Hittite hypothesis, i.e., the idea of a separation of Proto-
Anatolian from Proto-Indo-European; others simply reject the entire Indo-Hittite hypothesis.
As Burney points out, the implications of the Indo-Hittite hypothesis are far-reaching, suggesting 
that the Nesite speakers, the so-called Hittites, formed a part of the indigenous population of the 
Anatolian plateau long before the emergence of a so-called Hittite polity in the middle second 
millennium BC. How long before is highly speculative and the subject of some intense debate; however, 
interesting clues relating to the nature of the indigenous and ancient intrusive Anatolian populations 
that bear on the implications of the Indo-Hittite hypothesis demand our attention. Among them Burney 
points to James Mellaart’s division of Bronze Age Anatolia west of the Euphrates into two zones 
meeting along a diagonal line from the Sea of Marmara to Iskenderum, with the postulation that Nesite 
speakers, or Hittites, and Hattic speakers, or Hattians, occupied the north central area and east to 
the Euphrates, the Palaic speakers occupied the northwest, and Luwian speakers, or Luwians, occupied 
the west and south.1
Such a division is not inconsistent with traditional claims made by historians and linguists regarding 
origins and ethnolinguistic relationships among the populations of ancient Anatolia. For the west 
and south, linguistic links between 1) the Luwian language, 2) the Early Bronze Age Lukka, and 
3) the languages of a) the land in the first half of the second millennium BC referred to as Luwiya 
and by the middle of the second millennium BC referred to as Arzawa, and b) that of Early Iron 
Age Lycia and Lydia, have long been suggested and have become almost universally uncritically 
accepted. For the north central area and east, there are the claims regarding the documented polity 
of the so-called Hittites, its capital at Hattusa, the Hittites’ revered shrine at Nerik, Tudhaliya III’s 
　 　
 1 Please refer to the maps on pages 115 and 116. Though the so-called ‘diagonal map of Anatolia’ has been attributed to Mellaart, I 
have been unable to locate the source. The earliest known depiction of the ‘diagonal map’ I have found is that by Carruba (1989), 
shown as one of three maps attributed to Mellaart (on page 19 the top map is the ‘diagonal map’ attributed to ‘Mellaart 1975, Map 
VII,’ the bottom map is attributed to ‘Mellaart 1971, Map I,’ and the top map on page 20 is attributed to ‘Mellaart 1971, Map 2’). 
The 1975 reference designates Mellaart’s The Neolithic of the Near East, which contains 14 maps. There is no map VII in that 
volume and the maps are not numbered sequentially, but rather are counted as figures and numbered in order of appearance of the 
figures. The maps appear in the sequence of figures as follows: 1: Near East showing Epipaleolithic and Neolithic sites; 2: Epipaleolithic 
sites in the Levant and southern Anatolia; 11: Networks of the obsidian trade; 21: Prepottery Neolithic B settlements in the Levant 
and adjacent cultures in Anatolia; 29: Zagros Mountain zone and the adjacent Mesopotamian lowlands showing aceramic and ceramic 
sites; 81: Pottery distribution in the Umm Dabaghiyah-Ceramic Jarmo phase; 82: Pottery distribution in the Early Halaf-Hassuna-
Early Samarra phase; 97: Pottery distribution in the Middle Halaf, Middle Samarra and Late Hassuna phases; 100: Pottery distribution 
in the Late Halaf, Hajji Muhammed phase; 115: Distribution of early racial types in the Near East; 120: Transcaucasia, northwest 
Iran and eastern Turkey; 129: Eastern Iran and southwest Turkmenia; 148: Levant and neighboring regions during the Halaf, Amuq 
C-D and Wadi Rabah cultures; and 157: Aegean area.
  The 1971 reference designates ‘Anatolia, c. 4000–2300 B.C.’ (Mellaart 1971a) and ‘Anatolia, c. 2300–1750 B.C.’ (Mellaart 1971b). 
Map 1 (the bottom map on page 19 in Carruba) is in fact ‘Map 9, Anatolia in the Early Bronze Age 1 period’ (Mellaart 1971a, 
373), and map 2 (the top map on page 20 in Carruba) is in fact ‘Map 10, Anatolia in the Early Bronze Age 2 period’ (Mellaart 
1971a, 385). Map 7 in the volume in which the Mellaart sections appear is entitled ‘Palestine: Principal Early Bronze Age and 
Middle Bronze Age sites’ and is in a different section, not authored by Mellaart. The ‘diagonal map’ in Carruba is reproduced by 
Colin Renfrew (Renfrew 2001, 52, fig. 5) considerably modified, and attributed to the same erroneous source originally given in Carruba. 
The diagonal line in both Renfrew’s and Carriba’s depiction of the ‘diagonal map’ does not extend from the Sea of Marmara to 
Iskenderum, but rather from the Sea of Marmara to a point on the Seyhan River just north of Adana, and the ‘diagonal map’ itself 
does not particularly show Anatolia divided into language/ethnic zones, as claimed; however, the contents of any text that may have 
referred to the elusive map is not known since wherever else the original map may be found, it is certainly not in the cited Mellaart 
sources.
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base at Samuha, and the references to the land of Hatti in the Hattusa archives. For the northwest, 
there is the proposed location of the state or land of Pala (the population of which is assumed to 
be Palaic speakers) in the Pontic zone west of the Kizil Irmak basin. Among more controversial claims, 
some scholars (for example, Ivanov 1985; and Diakonoff 1990, 63) have linked Hattic with the 
West Caucasian branch of the North Caucasian language family, and therefore see, rather than an 
autochthonous Hattian population, a Hattian intrusion from the northeast into Anatolia, a claim that 
has been widely postulated for the so-called Hittites. Such a view is obviously diametrically opposed 
to long-held convictions of Hittite origins, but nevertheless should be carefully evaluated and not 
just dismissed out of hand.
From so-called Hittite loanwords and personal names found in 19th century BC Old Assyrian 
documents at the Assyrian trading colony at Kanesh together with an Old Hittite copy of a royal 
inscription of an early king, Anitta of Kussara (the ‘Anitta text,’ CTH 1),2 which was found in the 
Hattusa archive, commemorating his military conquests and the expansion of his kingdom from a small 
area around Kanesh to a territory covering most of central Anatolia, from the northern tip of Zalpa 
in the Pontic zone to at least as far south as Purushanda, and perhaps even to Shalatuwar, we can 
logically surmise a plausible basis for the Indo-Hittite hypothesis and its implications for an indigenous 
Proto-Anatolian population that centered on the Konya Plain and over time differentiated into three 
early Anatolia Indo-European languages, Luwian spreading to the south and west, Palaic moving 
to, and settling exclusively in, the north, west of the Kizil Irmak basin, and Nesite represented by 
a small number of speakers that by the 19th century BC had settled in a small area around the city 
of Kanesh. To the north, from the Kizil Irmak basin to the Euphrates, lay an intrusive population 
of Hattians who had settled into a loosely organized group of communities.
Some centralized communities developed from the population of Nesite speakers, among them, the city 
of Kussara, where a dynasty arose. From such a strong, centralized system of rule, the ambitious 
kings Pithana and his son and successor Anitta were able to organize and mobilize a fighting force 
that easily defeated not only neighboring communities of Nesite speakers, but also the unorganized 
settlements of Luwian speakers in the south and Palaic and Hattian communities in the north and 
northeast, to control a territory that was to later become the base territory of the Old Hittite Kingdom, 
with a capital at Hattusa, a former center of the adopted homeland of the Hattians. This kingdom 
consisted of many conquered communities that included Nesite, Luwian, Palaic, and Hattic speakers, 
with a variety of religions, rites, rituals, customs, etc., in a highly heterogeneous and loosely admin-
istered polity headed by a ruling family whose authority to rule passed from one generation to the 
next by birthright.
In such a scenario, we need to ask what do we mean by Hittite culture and Hittite ethnic identity? 
The so-called Hittites, that is to say, the Nesite speakers, as the scenario goes, were originally a 
very small population group that conquered and controlled speakers of other languages and set 
themselves up as rulers of a very heterogeneous territory in terms of language, customs, religion, 
etc., of which the Nesite speakers were the minority. Who, or what, then, designates a Hittite culture? 
In this scenario, the Old Hittite Kingdom is clearly not a culture, or a discrete ethnic identity, it is 
only an area under a ruling authority, the area itself comprising many groups, languages, cultures 
and even local political structures.
　 　
 2 CTH = Catalog of Hittite Texts (Laroche 1971: Suppléments 1–2 in Revue Hittite et Asianique 30, 1972, 94–133; and Revue Hittite 
et Asianique 33, 1975, 63–71 — also currently cataloged and updated by the American Schools of Oriental Research, accessed at: 
http://www.asor.org/HITTITE/CTHHP.html).
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We should consider the Anitta text a little more critically. Though reputedly discussing events of 
the pre-Hittite Kingdom time, the text itself is a copy (actually fragments of three copies) tenuously 
dated 150 years after the original was assumed to have been written (see Bryce 1998, 37–8; Neu 
1974, 6; Hoffner 1980, 291; and Güterbock 1983, 24–5), and though once thought to have been 
originally inscribed in Hattic, or even Old Assyrian, it is now surmised to have originally been written 
in Old Hittite (i.e., Old Nesite — see Neu 1974, 3–9). It is most interesting to note, though, that 
while the Anitta story has long been considered to be a tale of the early consolidation of territory 
by Nesite-speaking people prior to the formation of the Old Hittite Kingdom,3 regardless of whatever 
else they may be, the names of the two early kings of the Anitta text, Anitta and his father Pithana, 
are indisputably not Nesite names!
Even if we totally reject the preceding scenario we must reach a conclusion from existing facts that 
the so-called Hittite polity of the Old Hittite Kingdom, and its successor, the Hittite Empire,4 like 
the vast majority of polities in the Ancient Near East, can still only be understood as nothing more 
than a political sphere covering a specific territory at a specific time in history, which, in composition, 
was ethnically diverse, multilingual and multicultural. Though historians label such polities as 
‘cultures,’ implying some sort of unity or identity by which the population of such a polity recognized 
themselves, with very few exceptions, the ancient peoples never thought of themselves in that way. 
Certainly they never identified themselves with the cultural labels fabricated by the historians. There 
are a number of facts that inevitably lead to this conclusion, some of the most pertinent I present 
in the following material.
The first consideration is that without very specific, collaborative texts in clear, no uncertain terms, 
that directly state that an identifiable group of people spoke a specific identifiable language or lan-
guages at a certain place and time, we can never know what language was actually spoken by any group 
of people that have long since vanished, regardless of what written language or languages we may 
associate with any particular ancient people. The language that a certain group of people used for 
writing can never be automatically assumed to be the language of the common speech of those 
same people; there are simply too many cases that refute any such assumption.
Languages can be used for specific occasions or functions in a society. In addition to its general 
function as a vehicle of everyday communication, one of the most common special uses of language 
is for sacred invocations, devotions, prayers, incantations, recitations, chants, or other religious or 
ritualistic liturgy, spoken or written. Such functional usage is restrictive to set it apart and above 
the ordinary routine of life, requiring a rigid, distinct separation between the sacred language and 
the common language. Examples in modern society are the use of Latin in Roman Catholic services, 
Hebrew in Jewish services, and Sanskrit in Buddhist chants or Hindu prayers, regardless of the national 
language of the worshippers.
　 　
 3 First edited in transliteration by Emil Forrer in 1922, the original composition of the Anitta text was initially thought to have been 
written in Hattic or possibly Old Assyrian, and therefore not related to early Hittite history; but from 1974 when Neu argued that 
the Anitta text was not an Old Hittite translation from either Hattic or Akkadian, but indeed was an original composition in Old 
Hittite, the text assumed the status of the earliest of the Hittite historical texts.
 4 Though the polities distinguished by 1) the rulers from Labarna to Muwatalli I, and 2) the rulers from Tudhaliya I/II to Suppiluliuma 
II, are usually termed ‘Old Kingdom,’ and ‘New Kingdom,’ respectively, in scholarly literature, I prefer to use the more pedestrian 
terminology, ‘Old Hittite Kingdom’ and ‘Hittite Empire,’ as these are more reflective of political fact rather than implying any possible 
change of ruling family and ethnicity from one political period to the other, which very much remains a highly conjectural position.
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Another special use of language is the reinforcement of social hierarchy whereby the ruling class 
or aristocracy speak a different language from that of the common people. In that situation, when 
we refer to a Hittite-speaking people, do we mean that the ruling class spoke Hittite, or the common 
people spoke Hittite? The distinction in language does not necessarily indicate that the ruling class was 
of a different ethnic group than the common people; in some societies ascendancy to the aristocracy 
may be by merit as well as a hereditary privilege, and in others the practice of exogamy of the 
upper social strata ensures a multi-ethnic ruling class; however; regardless of any consideration of 
ethnic affiliation, members of the aristocracy in some societies speak a special language of the 
aristocracy to set themselves apart from the common people.
There are also literary languages — that is, languages used exclusively for literature — such as 
Standard Babylonian, the literary language of Mesopotamia from 1500 – 1 BC, and Pali, the literary 
language of Buddhism in the first century BC; as well as the lingua francas — the media of communica-
tion between peoples of different languages — such as Aramaic, used prolifically over a wide area 
of the Ancient Near East, from Upper Egypt in the south to Anatolia in the north, and from the 
Levant in the west, eastward as far as the Indian subcontinent, from as early as the Neo-Babylonian 
period (1000 – 625 BC) to c. 200 BC. Language does not in any way imply any particular ethnic affinity, 
and conversely, ethnicity does not in any way imply any particular language affinity. There are, again, 
too many cases that refute such assumptions.
An especially important consideration is that the historicity, veracity, and accuracy of the content 
of ancient texts can never be accepted uncritically, especially literary texts. Texts, like any objects 
of material culture, served some specific purpose in a society, and were directed at a specific audience. 
Many uses, such as state propaganda, political maneuvering both internal and external, promotion 
of the king and royal family, allegory, mythic epic, pure literature, and the formulaic form of religious 
invocation or oracular inquiry were sometimes best served by total fabrication, a twist or modification 
of a particular fact or facts, denial of some facts and actual events, or a complete indifference to 
reality in the sole interest of effect.
In essaying the viability of language in defining a cultural or ethnic identity, consider the site of 
Tell Mozan, which has been identified by Giorgio Buccellati and Marilyn Kelly-Buccellati as Urkesh, 
the Hurrian capital, on the basis of their interpretation of seal impressions of the royal court. The 
king Tupkish, and the royal nurse, Zamena, have Hurrian names, while the queen, Uqnitu, and a 
high-ranking courtier identified by name as Innin Shadu in a number of seal impressions, have 
Akkadian names; the seal inscriptions are interpreted as being read in both Hurrian and Akkadian 
and art styles, attributed to both Akkadian and ‘Hurrian’ (is there really such thing as a Hurrian art 
style?), are intermixed, while Akkadian motifs abound (Buccellati and Kelly-Buccellati 1995/1996 
and 1997).
Do we have then a Hurrian or Akkadian ethnic people, Hurrian or Akkadian speakers, or Hurrian 
or Akkadian culture? Just because a royal seal interpreted as reading, ‘Tupkish, king of Urkesh’ has 
been found at Tell Mozan, along with some other seals attesting to the king Tupkish and his royal court, 
does not, without any further evidence, unequivocally identify Tel Mozan as Urkesh. The concept 
of Urkesh itself must be reexamined with respect to chronology and the evidence of so-called 
‘Akkadian’ and other neighboring sites and the historical record that may or may not justify the notion 
of Urkesh as a Hurrian capital located at the site of Tell Mozan, and we must consider the implications 
of other inscriptions referring to other kings of Urkesh that may not only imply locations distinct 
from that of Tell Mozan, but may also imply that the name ‘Urkesh’ itself is only a part of the 
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titulary of a king, and not the name of an actual place, but the mythological home of the gods or 
a symbol of a spiritual core, and/or that the word may indicate different things at different times, 
as is so often the case in the texts of the Ancient Near East (ANE).
Looking a bit closer at the so-called ‘Hurrians,’ we can find no indisputable evidence of a Hurrian 
empire (while the Mitanni Empire is a conclusive historical fact, its proposed ethnic identity as Hurrian 
is equivocal), a Hurrian settlement, a Hurrian culture, or even a Hurrian people, we have only a curious 
body of texts written in a language that we call ‘Hurrian’ that fails to give us any indication of the 
society, homeland, or any other clue (other than related strictly to myth and religion) of the identity 
of its authors. Based on documentation of Hurrian personal names, we find a so-called ‘Hurrian 
population’ or ‘Hurrian state’ distributed throughout the late third millennium BC “from Suruthum 
and Setiesa in the east, through Talmus, Simurrun, Urbilum, and Simanum in the northern Zagros 
to Ursu and possibly Ebla in the west” (Michalowski 1986, 138). Such a vast kingdom or widely 
distributed local kingships of a single ethnicity or culture is completely incompatible with what we 
know of the situation of the various polities in the Near East at this time. Michalowski cautions against 
implying too much from the proposed language affiliations of personal names; as follows: “One should 
not rely unduly on this distribution of Hurrian personal names in Old Akkadian times for, as Durand 
(1977, 28) has noted, the sample of documents does not provide a safe basis for analysis and the 
fact that at Gasur, at least, the records represent the activities of an Akkadian garrison, and not the 
local population, should warn us against any firm conclusions” (Michalowski 1986, 139).
Michalowski further notes, “In Sumer and Akkad, Hurrians are sporadically attested in Sargonic 
documents at Nippur (Gelb 1959), at Girsu (see the names a-hu-sˇé-na and si-da-ba-tal, among others, 
in Donbaz and Foster (1982 no. 142), possibly qualified as su-BAPPIR.ki-a-ne. This text was already 
discussed in Gelb [1956, 383], who did not consider these names as Hurrian: he read the last sign 
in the latter name as HU; the new copy seems to be ambiguous) and at Umma (if one can indeed 
read ú-na-ap-[ . . . ] in MAD 4 167: 17 [i.e., Gelb 1970, 167: 17]) . . . .” (Michalowski 1986, 139, 
n. 16).
In his analysis of the historical consequences of the term Subir/Subartu, Michalowski provides an 
appendix of Hurrian names in Ur III texts associated with geographical names, with the following 
caveat, “. . . the fact that a ruler has a Hurrian name by no means implies that the whole territory 
was settled with people who spoke that language. A good example of the complexity of onomastics 
is the family of the important Ur III general Hasˇib-atal, who was in charge of Arrapha. He had a 
son with an Akkadian name, Puzur-Sˇulgi, and a fiancée, or daughter-in-law (é-gi4-a) with a Sumerian 
name, Nin-hedu (Limet 1972, 134). It could be argued that this naming pattern reflects his ideological 
connections with the central government, but it is also an interesting case that may indicate the connec-
tion between native language, culture, and onomastics is more complex than is often assumed” 
(Michalowski 1986, 146, n. 32).
The difficulties of deriving any kind of definition of ‘Hurrian’ beyond the fact of the language itself 
are illuminated by the very excavators of Tel Mozan themselves who have identified the site of Tel 
Mozan as the Hurrian capital of Urkesh, yet struggle to define a Hurrian cultural or ethnic entity, 
as follows: “On the basis of various considerations . . . we assume that the urban populations of 
the Khabur plains had a distinctive physiognomy epitomized by the term ‘Hurrian.’ Since this is in 
the first instance a linguistic term, its full significance can only be understood if and when sizable 
Hurrian archives can be found. The identification of a distinctive ‘Hurrian’ civilization can not result 
from considerations pertaining to material culture alone” (Buccellati and Kelly-Buccellati 1988, 30).
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The excavators are puzzled by the absence of direct, conclusive data attesting to a Hurrian society, 
and pointedly ponder, “Why is it that no single Hurrian city has been excavated as yet?” (ibid., 31). 
They suggest that in order to identify a city as Hurrian, there must be a substantial body of Hurrian 
texts that attest to an ongoing community at the site that left its records behind just as it did the 
remainders of other components of its material culture. Not only have no sites been discovered to 
date that contain textual documentation of an active Hurrian community, but even much more curi-
ously, in all of the archives in the ANE where Hurrian texts have been discovered, there is not a 
single Hurrian administrative, commercial, legal, or military text — no king’s lists, military campaign 
reports, royal proclamations, inventories, financial accounts, property deeds — not a single record 
reflective of an active community, society, or polity — of indeed any trace of the day-to-day workings 
of any kind of literate community of people. If there ever was a distinctive literate group of people 
that founded settlements and even kingdoms over a period of at least 1200 years (from the Akkadian 
period to the collapse of the Mitanni Empire) over a vast territory from southern Anatolia in the 
north to the Hamrin in the south, and from the Levant in the west to as far east as the territory east 
of the Tigris River to Nuzi and beyond, as claimed, then there would have to be records, not from 
other sources, but by the very people themselves that founded and lived in such settlements and 
communities. It is inconceivable that for all that length of time, for all that vast territory, with all 
the cultic, mythological and religious texts found written in Hurrian, that even a single Hurrian 
administrative, commercial, or legal record has never been found.
We have an identical problem with Hurrian material culture. “Material evidence of the Hurrians has 
long been sought by archaeologists. In keeping with theories of cultural change current in the 1930s 
and 1940s, the Hurrians were linked with the appearance of novel ceramic types and glyptic styles. 
Khirbet Kerak ware, Khabur ware, Bichrome ware, Nuzi ware, and Nuzi/Kirkuk/Mitannian glyptic 
are among many supposed hallmarks of the Hurrians. These have since been discarded on the grounds 
of their different origin, chronology, or distribution (Barrelet, 1977). Indeed, recent studies have left 
little hope of ever identifying a distinctive culture of the Hurrians [emphasis mine] . . .” (Stein 
1997, 126–7). What Stein, however, does not explicitly point out that is often misunderstood by 
historians, and most unfortunately, is often ‘forgotten’ or conveniently ignored by many 
archaeologists, is that find material per se does not equal material culture, and an artifact, or style, 
or feature, can never identify a distinct culture. Archaeologically the concept of culture is equivalent 
and restricted to, a distinctive material culture, which is defined in the context of the rigorous grouping 
of meticulous associations of find material into subassemblages of social function and social order 
linked together to form an assemblage that represents a fully articulated social structure, or society. 
The material culture is described by definitive typologies. Noncontextualized ceramic types and 
glyptic styles do not represent, or in any way imply, a material culture.
By forcing historical labels derived from uncritical reading of ancient texts onto archaeological 
material we are compounding our errors in the understanding and interpretation of the past. Com-
menting on the evidence for the historical labels, Michalowski makes the following observation, “Most 
of our reconstructions of early Mesopotamian political history rest on the identifications of place names 
mentioned in administrative texts, royal inscriptions, and literary texts. Recent studies of trade and 
the political relationships between Mesopotamia and Iran have made extensive use of literary texts, 
such as the Uruk epic cycle and Enki and Ninhursag. . . I for one, cannot accept the majority of 
the conclusions that have been presented using such evidence. . . The problem is that once one 
eliminates the data of the literary texts and subjects the so-called historical texts to radical critiques, 
one is left with very little in the way of evidence for the reconstruction of history. That may be an 
unpleasant situation but there is no alternative; our history books contain too many imaginary plots 
FOLLOWING A FALSE TRAIL — THE SEARCH FOR THE HITTITES　109
built upon bad evidence and worse analysis. It may be that alternative solutions will turn out to be 
overtly less appealing, like the results of the cleaning operations performed on old paintings. In the 
long run, however, these reevaluations may provide a deeper understanding of ancient societies, one 
less dependent on contemporary prejudices and expectations” (Michalowski 1986, 135).
It is Wilhelm, though, who expresses the Hurrian enigma and its direct implications best, as follows: 
“There have been many attempts by archaeologists to solve the problem of the origin of the Hurrians 
and of their settlement of the fertile crescent, and to link it with the distribution of ceramic types. 
In particular, a kind of pottery first known as ‘Khirbet Kerak ware,’ which is widespread from the 
Transcaucasus across Eastern Anatolia and Northern Syria to Palestine, was attributed to the Hurrians 
(Burney and Lang 1975, 97ff). However, this hypothesis is untenable on chronological grounds: the 
pottery is centuries older than the first evidence of the Hurrians; indeed, the Hurrians did not occupy 
Syria until the second millennium. The distribution of Kirbet Kerak ware might, however, indicate 
that Proto-Hurrians were involved. . . . The distribution of ceramic forms is suspect as an indicator 
of the migration of peoples because it may be caused by a variety of factors. Changes in political 
structures, trade routes, and fashions can be held responsible as well as demographic movements. . . .
“‘Hurrian’ in the wide sense in which we use the word today denotes principally a linguistic unity. 
Though it is based on the self-description of a Hurrian-speaking population in the late second 
millennium B.C., we now use it more loosely to refer to a wider time and place. This area of reference 
does not have to (and certainly does not!) tally with the textual identification as Hurrian of such 
properly historical entities as ‘country,’ ‘troops,’ ‘king.’ This discrepancy characterizes a basic 
problem . . . a group defined by a certain language need not also reflect a social entity and may 
in fact have little or no historical consequence whatever [emphasis mine]” (Wilhelm 1989, 5–6).
In light of these statements, let’s revisit the prevailing view of the so-called Hittites. We know of 
the Hittites primarily from textual sources: 1) initially from Nesite loanwords and Nesite personal 
names in Old Assyrian documents from the Assyrian trading colony of Kanesh dated to the 19th 
century BC, and 2) the huge volume of texts from the archives at Hattusa dated from the 17th-13th 
centuries BC. However, there are problems with these two sources. Primarily, personal names do 
not necessarily attest to either ethnicity or a particular spoken language. Let us further consider the 
personal names of the royal family in the succession of rulers in the Hittite Empire period. From Gelb’s 
suggestion, in 1935 (36, n. 3) [elaborated upon by Gelb (1951–2) and more extensively by Güterbock 
(1954)], that the ‘new dynasty’ [i.e., the ruling family of the Hittite Empire beginning with Tudhaliya 
(I/II?)] constituted a different ethnicity from that of the ruling family of the ‘old dynasty’ (i.e., the 
ruling family of the Old Hittite Kingdom), there has been a continuing debate as to whether or not 
the kings of the Hittite Empire had double names — a Hittite (Nesite) name, and a Hurrian name.
The latest, and in my opinion, the most probing and balanced study of the question of the double 
names of the kings of the Hittite Empire and its implications, is the study by Richard Beal published 
2002. Beal summarizes the evolution of this basic question and the concepts that have been derived 
from it, as follows: “The evidence of the Hurrian names in the royal family, the double names of 
the kings, the lack of evidence of connection between Huzziya II and Tudhaliya II, and the argument 
that there was discontinuity in the names of the kings between Huzziya and his predecessors on 
one side and Tudhaliya II and his successors on the other [whereby Beal cites Otten 1966, 136f; 
and Gurney 1954, 26 (‘there was a break in the line’)], led to the theory that Tudhaliya II founded 
a new dynasty of Hurrian origin, whose members had Hurrian personal names and took ‘Anatolian’ 
throne names upon their accession to the throne. Since then just about everybody has followed at 
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least the basic outline of this theory [emphasis mine]” (Beal 2002, 57–8). Beal then cites a large 
number of studies that defines his use of the phrase “just about everybody” in the context of the 
argument of the double names of the kings of the Hittite Empire; it is an impressive corpus, though, 
since herewith referenced, does not also need to be reproduced here.
In his in-depth, tightly argued study, Beal has convincingly exposed the weaknesses in the evidence 
for the notion of an Anatolian ‘throne name’ ceremoniously acquired at the time of accession, and 
a Hurrian ‘birth-name’ for the line of kings of the Hittite Empire. He also presents a counterargument 
to the notion that there was any new dynasty represented by the Hittite Empire of a necessarily different 
ethnicity from that of the dynasty of the Old Hittite Kingdom, but instead points to a continuance 
of the line of rulers from the Old Hittite Kingdom into the Hittite Empire; and while there is some 
merit for the argument that Tudhaliya II did not found a new dynasty, there is insufficient evidence 
to make any claim whatsoever of the ethnicity of the ruling family in either of the two historical 
periods, and all arguments of ethnicity and continuance are nothing more than unsupported conjecture.
While exposing the weaknesses in the evidence for the tradition of both a throne name and a birth-
name of the kings of the Hittite Empire, thereby casting reasonable doubt on the credibility of that 
notion, Beal clearly demonstrates that, from the time of Tudhaliya II (the first of a number of kings 
of the empire whose wives were known to bear Hurrian names), a mix of names in different languages 
were common with members of the royal family as well as members of the royal court, while evidence 
for the double names of kings can be found only for three kings of the Hittite Empire — Mursili 
III, Muwatalli II, and Tudhaliya IV, and for Piyyassili/Sarri-Kusub, king of Carchemish and son of 
Suppiluliuma I, and possibly for Kurunta/Ulmi-Tessub(?) (see Beal 2002, 57, 64 and 70; and Bryce 
1998, 297–9), king of Tarhuntassa and son of Muwatalli II. Beal’s two possible explanations of the 
double names, that 1) every prince had from birth two names, one ‘Anatolian’ and one Hurrian, 
lacks credible evidence and fails to explain the considerable mix of names of different languages 
of many individuals of the royal court that are neither princes nor even members of the royal family, 
or that 2) every prince had either a Hurrian or an ‘Anatolian’ personal name, and at accession to 
the throne adopted either a Hurrian name if his personal name was ‘Anatolian’ or adopted an 
‘Anatolian’ name if his personal name was Hurrian, so that, whichever way, he would be recognized 
as king of both the Hittites and the Hurrians, directly refutes Beal’s own compelling argument against 
the concept of a ‘throne name’ and a ‘personal name,’ and, with evidence of only three kings of 
the empire having had double names, lacks reasonable credibility.
The essential point of Beal’s study is that from the Middle Hittite period (Beal 2002, 66) there is 
clear, incontestable documentation of the extensive mix of personal names in different languages 
throughout the royal family and throughout the empire. Not only do we find Hittite (Nesite) and 
Hurrian personal names, but also Luwian personal names in the royal family. The center of the seals 
of the kings of the Hittite Empire were typically inscribed in Luwian hieroglyphs encircled by a border 
of Nesite text rendered in cuneiform characters. On the rock shrine at Yazilikaya 63 deities are 
depicted, which comprise the principal divinities of the so-called Hittite pantheon; those that are 
labeled are identified by Hurrian names inscribed in Luwian hieroglyphs. So, do we have a Nesite-
speaking Hurrian people with a Hittite culture writing in Luwian, a Luwian people worshipping 
Hurrian divinities and adopting Hittite customs, or Hurrian-speaking Hittites writing in Luwian 
hieroglyphs?
Finally, consider the problems with the Old Assyrian references to so-called Nesite loanwords and 
personal names, as follows: 1) as previously stated, language is not necessarily indicative of ethnicity 
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or culture, and 2) it is very difficult, with only a few words and names, to recognize what specific 
language loanwords and foreign names are derived from. Hoffner, as an example, refuses to commit 
himself, as follows, “The earliest sure evidence for the presence in Anatolia of the Indo-European 
groups associated with the Hittites is the occurrence of Hittite or [emphasis mine] Luwian names 
in the commercial documents from the Old Assyrian colony period (c. 1850–1700)” (1997, 85). If 
these words and names are of Luwian affiliation, what might we surmise from that fact? Burney (2003) 
states that it has been suggested that as early as c. 2000 BC the Hittite (Nesite) language was obsolete 
and that by the time of the Hittite Empire the majority of the population of the Anatolian lands 
under Hittite rule spoke Luwian. I do not know what the evidence is for such a suggestion, but Burney 
then ponders what the relationship is between the Luwian speakers and the Hittites; are the Hittites, 
in fact, Luwians? When we consider 1) that the archives at Hattusa contained texts in eight different 
languages, 2) a substantial number of texts were written not only in languages other than Hittite 
(or Nesite), but were not even Indo-European, 3) that much of the literature, especially mythology, 
which is the foundation of cultural, ethnic identity, was written in Hurrian or were Nesite versions 
of original Hurrian texts, and that 4) we have no definitive Hittite material culture, only noncontex-
tualized styles and forms, we must seriously question what Hittite culture means.
Though I have barely scratched the surface in presenting examples in which multiple languages for 
personal names and text are common in the ANE within a polity, and even, for personal names, within 
the same family, the examples that have been presented should be more than sufficient to recognize 
that multi-ethnic, multilingual, multicultural polities were the rule, rather than the exception. It must 
also be clearly, unequivocally recognized that language does not necessarily reflect ethnicity or culture, 
that ethnicity and culture does not determine language, and that neither the language of a personal name 
or written documents can make any claim whatsoever as to the common spoken language of any 
ancient population. Not only is it totally invalid, in the absence of demonstrable, hard evidence, to 
assume and label a population as a cultural unit based on either the language of toponyms, texts, 
or personal names, but it is inherently illogical to do so. If one uses the logic that the language of 
a personal name, or the language of the texts associated with a place or polity must define the spoken 
language of the related population and thereby their cultural and ethnic identity, by what logical 
criterion can Anitta and Pithana be considered Hittite when their names are not Hittite though the 
Anitta text supposedly authored by Anitta may have been written in Old Hittite, and by what logical 
criterion can the royal families of the Hittite Empire be considered Hittite, Hurrian, or Luwian when 
there are personal names and texts in all three languages? The concept of historical cultures is totally 
vacuous, and the entire historical and archaeological constructions of the ANE are a house of cards 
on a island of quicksand. The answer to the central question of this study is that we have neither 
cultural continuity nor cultural discontinuity, because we have no legitimate cultures.
We have failed to identify and study the numerous individual cultures that are contained within the 
large ANE polities because we are fixated on false notions of culture and meaningless historical labels. 
The only ‘culture’ that we as archaeologists can legitimately recognize and study is material culture 
labeled by type site, defined by find material associations in context and the derivation of critical 
subassemblages, assemblages, and typologies. As archaeologists, we cannot, and should not, make 
claims about religion, ethnicity, mythology, language, and historical events, nor should we be misled 
by the false claims and empty labels of the historians. As archaeologists, we should stick to archae-
ology, and as historians we should seriously rethink what we mean by culture and ethnicity, and 
how a cultural sphere may be discerned and demarcated using rigorous, unequivocal criteria, and 
documented based on clear, hard, demonstrable evidence in the form of rigorous, critical hermeneutical 
analysis of textual descriptions of social structures, belief systems, ideology, philosophy and mythol-
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ogy in concert with definitive material cultures isolated by archaeologists. A little critical thinking 
goes a long way.
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